Those of us who encourage our colleagues and students to do research often talk about the positive value of gaining new knowledge. But there is a personal attribute to be gained from engaging in research that is often disquieting: one develops a skeptical view toward research findings in general and toward widely used theories. If this attitude were acknowledged and more highly regarded, perhaps more practicing nurses would find research less discouraging. My own questioning attitude began when I searched the literature for my dissertation. I discovered that a popular teaching method was based on research with a very small N and a sample that probably would not permit wide generalization. Yet books have been written about that method; and many teachers, on all levels, have been evaluated in terms of how well they practice it. Many of us have accepted that method as a valid way to teach, perhaps because the theory basic to the method is so logically consistent and has been written about with such clarity. Also, the method is in harmony with a popular philosophical view of humanity and was sufficiently different from the methods used by the previous generation of educators as to seem new and exciting.
Occasionally I have used this method. But I do it to add variety, or because it is convenient, not because I think students learn better with it.
In my practice as a psychiatric nurse I use a number of theories that are questionable. For instance, there is very little research testing the efficacy of family therapy, and in general the usefulness of psychotherapy has long been questioned. But so long as I am aware of the current state of research and the tentative nature of the theories I use, I am open to observations that conflict with them; and these observations may eventually lead to new knowledge. The questioning attitude is as necessary to my functioning as a practitioner as the theory itself.
How many of us have heard a student or a colleague espouse, with evangelical fervor, a theory or a practice which we ourselves have come to question because we knew the research literature?This is why it is important, at all levels of education, that teachers who teach a theory or a practice should also teach the research that supports it, or the lack of supporting data, and convey to students some of their own personal skepticism. I am convinced, however, that this attitude is gained most solidly when one engages in one's own research. We write of the limitations of our studies, but the printed words do not convey the doubts we often have about the meaning of the findings. The struggles to find samples that permit us to apply statistical tests without a twinge of guilt are familiar ones, as are battles against confounding variables. Researchers do, at times, work through all the problems and do find new knowledge.
However, I am convinced that at the other times, when all of our efforts lead only to more questions and more skepticism, we have also gained and contributed something of value. 
